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SOUP
Lindsey Gallagher

The doors open, shut. Martin had tried to walk through the sliding
grocery store doors, but they shut as he approached them. Then they
wouldn’t even open. He stood there, waved his arms. The doors would
not move. He took a step back, walked up to them again. Still nothing.
He began wording his complaint to the manager—your doors don’t even
work. Enough of this automatic crap. Can’t you buy real doors, ones you can
open with your hands—when an elderly woman pushing a cart neared
the entrance. The doors slid open and she walked in effortlessly. It was
the cart, Martin told himself as he sped through before the doors shut
on him.
Kelsey had been sick. She hadn’t moved from the sofa in nearly three days. Their living room reeked of vomit. She stayed covered
beneath a heavy blanket, feverish, body aching, looking nothing short
of terrible, hair disheveled, dark bags under the eyes, a blotchy patch of
reddened, dry skin beneath the nose. Martin spent his day off huddled
in their bedroom, emerging only when the pangs in his stomach led
him to the kitchen for a bowl of cereal.
“There’s no more milk,” he said standing over her.
“Go to the store yourself. I’m not going anywhere.”
He backed down deciding he could manage; he could bear dry
cereal if it meant avoiding the store.
“I need more Advil, more tissues, some saltines, and warm soup,”
she said.
“You can make it until tomorrow,” Martin protested. She vomited
on him, soaking his jeans with a yellow-brown brine. He changed his
pants and left. Slammed the door.
Martin read the signs hanging over each aisle: soup in five. A
cashier stared at him from the register, smacking gum. A gap made up
the space where her front teeth belonged. When his eyes met hers, he
abruptly turned away. Aisle five greeted him with overstocked shelves:
hundreds of cans of what he needed. He had no clue as to what kind of
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soup to get. All she said was soup, warm soup. How helpful.
He stared at the shelves. An absolute preponderance of soup
cans. Cream of mushroom, cream of celery, cream of chicken. Twenty-five percent less sodium. Broccoli cheddar. Ninety-eight percent fat
free. Beef and noodle. Heart-healthy. Chicken noodle. Old-fashioned.
French onion. Homestyle. Tomato. The little red and white can stared
at him. The big red “tomato,” the script “Campbell’s” printed on the
front; the label had barely changed. He could hear the gloopy soup
plopping into his bowl each time he complained of hunger to his
mother. He could taste the salt-saturated, faintly tomato, liquid mixture. He grimaced. The best his mother could do. PB&J and Campbell’s
tomato soup. The squeaky wheel of a cart passing behind interrupted
his thoughts. The elderly woman who glided through those damned
automatic doors. He traced her eyes to the cans of minestrone in front
of him.
“Mind if I sneak in here?” she said.
He stepped back. Said nothing. Studied her.
“You look quite a bit overwhelmed here, son. What are you looking
for?”
“Oh no, I’m all right. Just trying to pick the best one.”
“You’ll be here all day trying to do that,” she said with a warm
smile. “I suppose you’re not shopping for yourself, are you?”
It wasn’t a rhetorical question. He knew he should answer, yet he
wanted her to leave. He didn’t need this nosy old woman’s help.
“Who are you shopping for?”
Martin avoided eye contact, instead glancing to the end of the aisle
as if interested in the cheap lawn chairs pathetically arranged against the
wall.
“Well?” she persisted.
He wasn’t going to get away without an answer. Damn old people
being so damn kind.
“My girlfriend,” he said flatly.
The elderly woman smiled again. Watching her wrinkled skin
stretch, his Aunt Beatrice—her repulsive neck fat, her wet lips, her prolonged interrogations—came to mind. He shuddered.
“How lovely,” she said. “Certainly, you know her favorite. This can’t
be too hard.”
He didn’t. How was he supposed to know? It’s soup. She pushed
her wide-brimmed glasses up, glancing at her list, stalling for him.
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“It’s all right. As long as you bring her something flavorful and cook
it nicely for her.”
“Beef and broccoli,” Martin quipped the name of the first label he
saw.
“Beef and broccoli. Oh, that’s my favorite. My momma used to
make that every Wednesday night. We always had Campbell’s even
though she said it had too much salt; all that salt going to spike your
blood pressure as high as those towering buildings in the east. She
would add water, steam some more broccoli and add it in with some
garlic for extra flavor. Never can have too much garlic, she would say.
We’d sit around the table and Pops would serve Momma, Linda, and
then me. She always got warm bread from Nona’s. That was Pop’s favorite; dipping the bread in his bowl.”
Martin shifted. He looked at the shelf and picked off three cans of
Campbell’s low sodium beef and broccoli.
She looked up at Martin, “When I was fourteen Momma showed
me her recipe. Half cup of water, a crown of broccoli, two cloves of
garlic per can. Her momma taught her the same thing. The soup is
old as Lincoln, I suppose,” she chuckled. “I made it for my Ed the first
Wednesday—”
“Ma’am, that’s lovely, but I’ve got to go. Have a good day.”
At the register he plunked the cans onto the belt. The cashier stood
smacking her gum. He could smell the fruity watermelon.
“This all?” she said scanning the last can.
“Yeah,” he said, staring at the tattoo on her neck.
She followed his eyes to the tattoo. “My boyfriend paid for it as
our six-month anniversary gift. I always wanted to get one. Isn’t it just
lovely?”
The tiger’s eyes were uneven, its tail disproportionately long.
Looked more like a starving house cat than a tiger. Must’ve been a
cheap job.
“It’s nice,” he said, handing her a crumpled twenty.
He slammed the door to the truck and stuck the key in the ignition. He spun the volume control until it stopped, but the music
remained barely audible. A static hum filled the cab. Martin swung the
shifter into reverse and backed up while toggling between stations. Only
when the metal of a shopping cart collided loudly with his rear bumper
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did he turn around. Frustrated, he slammed on the brakes, shifted into
park, swung open the door and walked to the back of the cart to move
the shopping cart he had tipped over.
“Shit.”
The chatty old woman from the soup aisle lay sprawled on the
ground. Her grocery bags collapsed beside her. A can of minestrone
soup rolled with the sloping pavement toward the drain.
“My god, are you all right?”
This time she didn’t respond. She turned her head; her glasses were
bent. Her scribbled list floated off with the wind. Three other shoppers
ran to the woman and began to sit her up, but when she cried out in
pain, they laid her back down. Another young man took off his sweatshirt and offered it as a pillow. A woman spoke into her phone: “—yes,
an elderly woman at the Plymouth’s on Fifth Street.”
Martin’s head spun. Could he not even get soup from the grocery
store? He thought of the sliding doors closing on him. The shitty tiger.
The three cans of low sodium beef and broccoli on the passenger seat.
He kicked his tire. People crowded around the woman. No one looked
at him. It’s his day off. He doesn’t need to spend it dealing with this.
Her fault, anyway, walking into the road like that. He slunk back into
his truck, pulled through the empty spot in front of him and headed
to the other exit. In the rearview he watched the people, circling with
worried looks, doting on the woman.
In front of the apartment, Martin slammed on the brakes as he
pulled to the curb. The soup cans hit the glove box and fell to the floor.
He grunted, leaning over to get them.
“Low sodium beef and broccoli,” he muttered. “She better like this
shit.”
Kelsey hadn’t moved from the sofa, “What kind did you get?”
“Beef and broccoli, what does it matter?”
“Woah there, grumpy. You know I don’t like broccoli.”
“Well, that’s what I got.” He slammed the cans against the granite.
“I’m going to watch TV.”
Kelsey rolled over and moved her dirty tissues off the chair adjacent
to the sofa, but Martin had already disappeared into the bedroom.
He emerged an hour later to pour milk into the dry cereal bowl
that sat on the counter from this morning. Martin ate his cereal without
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acknowledging Kelsey. The three cans of beef and broccoli sat on the
counter. He thought about the elderly woman, assured himself she was
fine. Kelsey wandered into the kitchen; his stare didn’t break.
“Interesting soup cans, aren’t they?” she joked.
“I hit an old lady in the parking lot and drove away. I don’t even
know if she’s okay. I drove away.”
Kelsey’s eyes widened.
“You what? You hit an old lady. What do you mean? How fast were
you going?”
“Some old lady wouldn’t stop talking to me about beef and broccoli
soup and how she would make it for her damn husband. I hit her.”
“Oh God. It had to have been Ms. Betty. She doesn’t spare a soul in
telling her beef and broccoli stories. You hit Ms. Betty... poor, old Ms.
Betty.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“Oh, she’s the sweetest little thing and you don’t even know if she’s
okay? Her husband died just last year. She’s lonely for Christ’s sake,
Martin.”
He wasn’t prepared for Kelsey’s attack; thought she would be too
weak. Of course, she knew the woman. He sat in the kitchen watching
her make calls to people who enjoyed this woman’s soup stories enough
to be friends with her. Kelsey hung up the phone and breathed a sigh of
relief.
“Ms. Betty is at St. Mark’s with a cracked rib. Luckily, nothing too
serious. You’re taking her this soup. I’m sure she told you her recipe.”
Half cup of water, a crown of broccoli, two cloves of garlic—he
remembered. “I don’t remember,” he lied.
“Of course, you don’t.”
He sat and watched Kelsey as she watered it down and flavored it.
She moved quickly, appeared perfectly healthy to him. But he could see
the beads of sweat collecting on her forehead, the grimaces of searing
pain. Still, it took only a half-hour for her to hand him the Tupperware.
“St. Mark’s. Betty Whitburn.”
The Tupperware nearly burned his hands on the way to the truck.
He knew where to go; it wasn’t St. Mark’s. In the back corner of the
parking lot, he cracked open his door and dumped the steaming soup
onto the pavement. He watched it drain over the uneven, cracking
pavement. The garlic filled his nostrils. Stepping over the soupy pave66 • Lindsey Gallagher

ment, he walked into the bar as the sun’s light grew dim and the cold
evening air brushed his skin.
“Whiskey,” Martin said immediately to the young bartender,
leaving him no opportunity for small talk. Enough of that today. The
man turned to the bottles and poured Martin a glass. The sweet, cold
whiskey passed over his tongue and down his throat.
“Damn good,” he muttered, turning to look out at the nearly empty bar. He returned for another sip and looked up at the game on the
screen over the bar.
“Would you like a menu tonight, sir?”
Martin looked to the bartender, “Why do you think I’m here?”
The man, his mouth crinkled in a timid smile, placed a menu in
front of Martin.
Glancing at the menu, Martin saw the usual bar food. Burgers.
Steaks. He sipped at his drink, eager for it to blur his thoughts. He
would wait to order. He slumped back in his chair, occupying himself
with the game, muttering occasional comments at the screen.
Eventually he returned to the menu. Unsatisfied by the offerings, he
looked back at the bartender, “Any specials tonight?”
“Yes, of course sir. Tonight we have filet mignon with roasted asparagus. It’s quite delicious. Cut just right.” The bartender turned back
to the drink he was pouring. Then he added, “Oh and the starter—beef
and broccoli soup. House-made, of course.”
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